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FOOD IRRADIATION AND VITAMIN LOSS 
I am writing in response to Dr. Donald B. Louria’s “Coun- 
terpoint on Food Irradiation,” which I think contains some 
misleading statements about food irradiation in the United 
States as well as about the effects of irradiation on the 
nutritional value of foods. 
Dr. Louria expresses great concern about losses of 
vitamins and, possibly, other nutrients as a result of food 
irradiation. No reputable nutritionist would deny that Irma- 
diation can lower the vitamin content of foods. Thiamin 
and vitamin C likely are the most vulnerable, but the 
losses of thiamin as a result of irradiation of beef, for 
example, are less than that which occurs with canning or 
other thermal processing. And vitamin C losses when 
fruits and vegetables are irradiated are “small relative to 
the natural variance in vitamin C content.“’ Pasteuriza- 
tion of milk results in losses of vitamin B,, (lo%>, thiarnin 
(lo%), vitamin C (lo-25%), and folic acid (10%); but the 
national acceptance of milk pasteurization has not 
resulted in widespread deficiencies of these nutrients 
(none of which are added back to milk).2 
Further, Dr. Louria’s letter seems to imply that all 
foods would be irradiated if the process were widely 
accepted, and that consumers would not be informed 
that their foods are irradiated. First, it is unclear that pro- 
ducers have any intention of irradiating all foods. Second, 
it is already required that any irradiated foods on sale in 
retail stores be identified by the green radura symbol- 
a flower in a broken circle. So consumers not only will 
be informed of which foods are irradiated but also will 
have a choice as to whether to buy them. 
Dr. Louria expresses concerns about the approxi- 
mately 16 million older Americans who he says have low 
blood levels of at least one vitamin. Is he not concerned 
about the older Americans who are particularly suscep- 
tible to the adverse effects of food poisoning, or about 
people taking immunosuppressant medications who also 
are more susceptible? 
Currently, most Americans are in very little danger 
of nutrient deficiency. Citing small nutrient losses as a 
consequence of irradiation, or any food processing tech- 
nique, to inveigh against that process denies a huge body 
of scientific literature on the wholesomeness and 
enhanced safety of foods so treated. 
References 
1. Williams AW, Erdman JW Jr. Food processing: nutrition, safety, 
and quality balances. In: Shils ME, Olson JA, Shike M, Ross AC, 
eds. Modern nutrition in health and disease. 9th Ed. Balti- 
more: Williams & Wilkins, 1999. 
2. Swaisgood HE. Characteristics of edible fluids of animal ori- 
gin: milk. In: Fermema OR, ed. Food chemistry. 2nd Ed. New 
York: Marcel Dekker, Inc., 1985. 
Ruth Kava, PhD, RD 
Director of Nutrition 
American Council on Science and Health 
New York, New York 
ARE THERE VALID CONCERNS ABOUT FOOD 
IRRADIATION? 
Dr. Louria’s “Counterpoint on Food Irradiation,” presents 
several questions of the proponents and processors of 
irradiated foods. The following is a response to those 
points. 
Dr. Louria’s first point is that he does not believe that 
Dr. Steele used the current analysis of food-related ill- 
nesses and cites the data of Mead et al.’ However, upon 
closer inspection, I note that Dr. Steele mentions “An esti- 
mated 76,000,000 cases of foodborne infection.. .approx- 
imately 6000 deaths.” Mead estimates 76 million 
